The Subject, Feminist Theory and Latin American Texts Sara Castro-Klaren
Johns Hopkins University "The history which bears and determines us has the form of a war rather than that of a language" -Michel Foucault, Power /Knowledge (114) "Woman herself does not exist" -Jacques Lacan, Feminine Sexuality (144) "Perforan to rostro, cegaran tus ojos." Por ellos miro, conteste.
"They shall pierce your face, blind your eyes." I see through them, I answered.
-Eugenia Brito, Via Publica, (16) The question of the speaking subject and "his"/"her" relation to (self) knowledge and representation-"Ltiene usted algo semejante a mi situation?" 'are you in any way, in a situation comparable to mine?'-is not only on Domitila's mind. It has indeed become the paramount problem in feminist studies everywhere, including Latin America. Among theorists, Alice Jardine was one of the first to recognize this impasse between theory and praxis. In Gynesis: Configurations of Women and Modernity (1985) , she detects in French theorists such as Luce Irigaray and Julia Kristeva a disturbing disarticulation between theory and praxis. And yet, she observes, that those who "have chosen to remain deaf to contemporary conceptual reworking of the 'male' and 'female' in their refusal to listen to their own discourse-"have often evolved practices more reactionary than those of their feminine-minded sisters (260).3 More recently and attesting to the protracted nature of the constitution of the subject and the corollary problems of selfknowledge and represeritation, the Chilean poet and critic Soledad Farina unfolds Domitila's concerns into a series of questions, all of which are yet to be resolved: %Como podre re-presentarme, re-escribirme? . . . ,Como nos pensamos? LDonde van a caer nuestras reflexiones, que no son acojidas por un discurso . . . que nos deja fuera?""How will I Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 1 [1996] (1) an awareness of belonging to a subordinate group; (2) a realization that subordination is not the result of any natural difference, rather, it is socially determined; (3) the awareness of subordination corresponds to a solidarity among those who respond to such group identification; (4) a feminist conscious-ness searches therefore for an autonomous definition of woman; which (5) may provide society with an alternative vision of the rupture (5). It is within these parameters on gender and feminism that I will explore here the question of the feminine subject and its sub-altern position.
Writing and Difference
A revision of the debate between gynocriticism, now better known as humanist feminism, and the French (anti-)feminist philosophers would serve here as an instructive point of departure on the polemics of subjecthood, subjectivity, and identity. These two distinct theories of the feminine subject have had a widely felt impact on the study of Latin American women writers.6 But for reasons of space I must simply refer the reader to Torii Moi's Sexual/Textual Politics (1985) and to my own "Literature, Feminism and the Alpha Male: A Search Beyond the Dominance Metaphor" (1994) .' Suffice to say here that one of the lasting legacies of the gynocentric paradigm is the demand for authenticity and the concommitant search, by writers and critics alike, for modalities of la palabra propia.8 In this quest several aesthetico-ideological models have been advanced:"estetica del zafarrancho" 'the aesthethic of ravage and destruction,' "la cocina de la escritura," 'the cooking of writing,' la "escritura como costura" 'writing as sewing.'9 Flax brings the universalist and foundational claims of Lacan under the suspicion of post-modernist thought and proceeds to dismantle his four major concepts of subjectivity, all devolving on an overriding narcissism. The claims that narcissism is an "irreducible" aspect of human "nature"; that language has an invariant, universal structure and always functions to "split" or castrate all "subjects"; that language (the Other) operates as an independent force, and its effects on the subject have no dependence on or interaction with the child's relations with actual "others," especially the mother;
and that the phallus is in no way related to or meant to signify the "penis" are devastated by Flax's arguments (92 (93) (94) Within the frame of the obliteration of the mother, theorized as the unrepresentable object by Kristeva, Lacan's subject appears split by the impersonal operation of an ahistorical language rather than by a dependence on an actual m/other. The narcissist considers any and all loss a crisis, for it amounts to the loss of omnipotence and a threat to the unity of the self. Thus relations with others entail the release of aggression and paranoia. Such a narcissist concept of the self produces an "I" incapable of reciprocity. Any failure by the other to meet the demands of the "I" are experienced as betrayal and loss. Flax's reading of Lacan emphasizes his elevation of these narcissistic dilemmas to ontological "truths" about human nature, and his failure to see them as consequences of his own conception of the nature of human demand (95)." Above all this theory of the subject as structured and subjugated in language exert a compelling call on all attemps to deal with questions of the constitution of subjectivity.'2 Critics of the split subject resist not only the narcissistic fixation in the elaboration of the subject's relation to language but also the formulation of the mother's castration. A formulation in which she lacks the penis on which the little boy erects his entrance into civilization projects onto the mother fears and desires which correspond to the little boy's gaze upon his own body. The mother is here imperfect and incomplete because she is seen as having a hole instead of a penis. According to the boy's fantasy, she desires the phallus in order to relieve her own "narcissistic injury. The The work of Spivak and others writing about subaltern subjects and colonial and post-colonial discourses brings these concerns to both the universalizing tendencies embedded in psychoanalysis and the feminist positions anchored in it. Throughout her collection In Other Worlds, Spivak argues that it is time to move beyond the texts privileged by the French (anti-)feminists and to recognize their critique's association with the "'specificity' of other discourses that spell out and establish the power of the patriarchy" (150). The strategy to break out of masculinist theory and ideology entails also the recognition that male and female sexuality are asymmetrical. Male orgasmic "pleasure 'normally' entails the male reproductive act" while the female does not necessarily (80); "The clitoris escapes reproductive framing." Spivak writes:
In legally defining woman as object of exchange, passage, or possession in terms of reproduction, it is not only the womb that is literally "appropriated"; it is the clitoris as the signifier of the sexed subject that is effaced. . . . Clitoridectomy has always been the "normal" accession to womanhood [and] This argument runs counter to the utopia of "a room of one's own." The most logical strategy left to feminists is the rethinking of the subversive possibilities of sexual identity within the terms of power itself. This critical task presumes, of course, that to operate within the matrix of power is not the same as to replicate uncritically relations of domination (Gender Trouble, 30). Butler's stance precludes going back to the humanist concepts of presence, person, individual author, and feminine writing, for gender is not the representation of fixed substances or essences." Gender emerges as the "repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal overtime" (Gender Trouble, 33) . The body itself is constituted within a repertory of cultural meanings and as such it is but a set of boundaries, social and individual. It is politically signified and maintained in a series of enactments.
Butler provides a return to praxis in which it is possible to envision feminine agency, but such agency is no longer tied to any a priori "self'; it is instead to be discovered in the praxis.
Gender attributes do not express an inner identity, rather they are socially performative (Gender Trouble, 141). Butler closes with a cautious contribution to the clamor for agency evident in the writings of women theorists underscoring the disjuncture between Euro-American fern inisims and the subject positions of women in other and "othered" societies.'8 She suggests that the question of agency should not be addressed through recourse to an "I," for the substantive "I" appears through a signifying practice that seeks to conceal its own working and to naturalize its effects (Gender Trouble, 145).
Her suggestion is instead to take full advantage of the deconstruction of gender identity:
Paradoxically, the reconceptualization of identity as an effect, that is, as produced or generated, opens up possibilities of "agency" that are insidiously foreclosed by positions that take identity categories as foundational and fixed. . . . Construction is not opposed to agency; it is the necessary scene of agency, the very terms in which agency is articulated and becomes culturally intelligible. The critical task for feminism is not to establish a point of view outside of constructed identities; that conceit is the construction of an epistemological model that would disavow its own cultural location and, hence, promote itself as a global subject, a position that deploys precisely the imperialist strategies that feminism ought to criticize. The critical task is, rather, to locate strategies of subversive repetition. (Gender Trouble, 147) If neither agency nor "identity" can be assumed to correspond to authentic or unified subjects-the subjects of gynocentrics-the question of woman as a subordinate in search of a place from which to speak (act) and therefore constitute herself as a provisional subject of knowledge can perhaps be approached within the concept of the local. Foucault distinguishes between the "universal intellectual," an offspring of the jurist, and the "specific intellectual," a descendant of the biologist and the physicist. This distinction seems to reinscribe the old separation between humanists and scientists; but Foucault also says that: the intellectual par excellence used to be the writer: as a universal consciousness, a free subject: . 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 20, Iss. 1 [1996] Mujer" (1987-88) . It also supported the publcation of "Mujer y Sociedad en America Latina," Buenos Aires, 1991. Likewise, the "Centro de la Mujer Peruana Flora Tristan" published the proceedings of two workshops that took place in Mexico City (1983) and Lima (1985) Cultural and Historical Groundings.
11. Speculation on the primary stages of the "I" has made Lacan's theory of the subject the center piece of any discussion on interpretation and meaning. In "From Love to Libido," he writes "I is the subject who, alternately, reveals and conceals himself by means of the pulsation of the subject unconscious, we apprehend only partial drives . . . the subject as such is uncertain because he is divided by the effects of language. Through the effects of speech the subject always realizes himself more in the Other, but he is already pursuing more than half of himself . . . [For] the subject is subject only from being subjected to the field of the Other, the subject proceeds from this synchronic subjection in the field of the Other. That is why he must get out, get himself out, and in the getting-himself-out, in the end he will know that the real Other, just as much as himself, to get himself out, to pull himself free" (Four Fundamental Concepts, 188 .
15. "The feminist appropriation of sexual difference, whether written in opposition to the phallogocentrism of Lacan (Irigaray) or as a critical reelaboration of Lacan, attempts to theorize the feminine, not as an expression of the metaphysics of substance, but as the unrepresentable absence effected by (masculine) denial that grounds the signifying economy through exclusion. . . . As [Jacqueline] Rose points out very clearly, the construction of a coherent sexual identity along the disjunctive axis of the feminine/masculine is bound to fail; the disruptions of this coherence through the inadvertent reemergence of the repressed reveal not only that `identity' is constructed, but that the prohibition that constructs identity is inefficacious" (Butler, Gender Trouble, 28 
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